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This presentation is part of a longer project which investigates how 
documentary is used as an excuse or alibi for showing sexual content. Here 
today I want to look at an example from the 1960s, before hardcore pornography 
could be shown commercially and theatrically in the U.S. 1 

The larger project will consider the pairing, the interwoven nature, of the 
erotic and the factual. We know that this goes back to the origins of cinema when 
Maxim Gorky notes that he first saw the Cinematograph in a brothel, or when we 
know that Edison's The Kiss was denounced as obscene. 

Today in the US on the most successful subscription cable channel. Home 
Box Office (HBO), the most productive programming is HBO documentary 
(greatest viewership for lowest production costs) and the most successful HBO 
documentary series is Real Sex (the return of the Real!) which is a one hour 
program with 5-7 short documentary segments such as an adult masturbation 
club or a manufacturer of extremely realistic sex toys or mannequins. 

Also in the U.S., the music video channels, MTV and VH1 produce 
documentaries about porn stars who appear in rock videos, and how young 
women can audition for hardcore pornography videos. This for a 10-18 year old 
demographic. 

In each of these, the content is sex, employing a transgressive voyeurism 
showing us what is normally censored. And the defense is the form: the 'gravity' 
of documentary, the "discourse of sobriety" provides the excuse which allows 
the naughty content to appear in the public sphere. 

this is not carnival, this is not a joyous celebration of animal instincts, 
there is a moral attitude of warning at the end of the documentary on the porn 
auditions. But, of course, all the steps and procedures of the industry are clearly 

1 My immediate intellectual debts here are to Eric Schaefer for his history of exploitation 
film in the U.S. “Bold! Daring! Shocking! True!”: A History of the Exploitation Films, 
1991-1959 (Duke, 1999), and his forthcoming history of early commercial porn films, 
Massacre of Pleasure: A History of the Sexploitation Film, and Jane Gaines for her work 
on the “Ripley’s Believe It or Not” documentaries of the bizarre, exceptional, and how 
the run against the tendency to realism and sobriety. 



detailed. We see the familiar formula: we have to show this and how to do it, in 
order to warn young people. (I'm not saying that HBO and VH1 are totally 
hypocritical here, they have both run safe sex education programs which go far 
beyond what you could find on broadcast tv, including PBS. But I'd argue, that 
the "how to" is laid out so clearly, that it's essentially an informative career 
explanation. 

The two films I want to discuss here follow from Mondo Cane as a global 
phenomenon. 2 They are cheaply-made rip-offs, and belong economically and 
industrially to the exploitation film market. That is,, some one else established 
the market for mondo films, there two films are cheap imitations which 
capitalize on the fame and name of the original. 

The exploitation film goes back to the traveling carnival, the fairground 
show, the circus sideshow, the basic device of the carnival pitchman is: one, 
gather a crowd; two, promise them something sensational; three, get their 
money, and four, fool them and get away. It is a classic con job in which the 
"mark" is left at the end confused, and hopefully sufficiently embarrassed or 
humiliated or compromised so that they do not go to the police or authorities to 
complain. In this case, the promise of more sexual content provides the 
embarrassment to prohibit outrage at not getting what the mark was lead to 
believe would be the reward for the exchange. 3 

Exploitation film is simply a media technology adaptation of this formula. 
In Mondo Freudo. Lee Frost, pr. Bob Cresse, color, 75 min. 1966) the filmmakers 
purportedly explore a world of nude performance, topless dancing night clubs, 
and other scenes and use the "excuse" of doing a journalistic investigation of 
unusual social behaviors to present mostly fake (created and performed only for 
this film) scenes. Why? first, to make money fast and easy (The political 
economy of sex documentary) and second, because in the U.S. at this time the 
only legitimate legal defense against obscenity was to claim "artistic, social, or 
scientific value" in exhibiting nudity (the juridical constraint on media 
circulation). 

It would take tortured logic to claim "scientific value" for this material. 
And it would be difficult to claim it was Art (at least as that term was understood 
by most people and the judicial system at the time). Therefore it was safest to 
claim value in social investigation: the social sciences and investigative 
journalism to the rescue of sexual looking! (We can recall that in the U.S. 1960s 
after the basic introductory course, the favorite sociology course for 
undergraduates was Sociology of deviance.) 

Mondo Freudo purports to show "nightvision" images of heterosexual 
couples caressing on a beach in Lost Angeles area using a very long telephoto 
lens. [Fig —] Ordinary young people are thus presented as ethnographic Others. 
It also shows teenagers gathering on Hollywood Boulevard and driving around 


2 explain Mondo Cane 

3 Mary Ellen Mark, Carnival Strippers; Howard Becker 



in vehicles (actually very cheap non-synch location documentary, poorly 
executed) and then various "nightclubs" which have local variations and 
restrictions on nudity and dancing, while claiming to show Los Angeles, san 
Francisco, London, Hamburg, and Tokyo, (a kind of comparative ethnography of 
strip clubs) the claim is suspect when you notice that "London" and "Hamburg" 
are identified by travel posters on the wall of an inexpensive set, and the topless 
dancer in "Los Angeles" magically appears in the audience in "London." 
Similarly, the film claims that it is presenting a public wall where prostitutes 
freely advertise in the mythological space of "Piccadilly Square." 4 [FIG. --] 

The title sequence in Mondo Bizarro (the follow up to Mondo Freudo) 
purports to show hidden camera view inside a lingerie store on the east side of 
Chicago (another mythical place, since east of Chicago is Lake Michigan. 5 

Now I want to discuss the basic voice-over narration and the basic 
interpellation of the audience. 

The serious vice over narrator in documentary began with the 19th C 
slide-lecture show and continued with the live voice-over narration in 
travelogues before the synch sound film. So it is a very well-established 
convention in the 1960s—familiar, conventional. 

A voice talks to you and provides an authoritative interpretation of the 
images. At the same time, in Mondo Bizarro, the image often contradicts the 
narrator's sobriety. For example in an episode on Fredrick's of Hollywood (the 
mail order store of "sexy" women's underwear) we meet designer-owner Mr. 
Fredrick who seems immensely invested in such items as cutaway rear panty 
girdles which produce a "round" rather than "flat" buttocks (illustrated with a 
live model.) The sequence ends with a poorly executed montage sequence of the 
shipping room efficiently sending off orders to the sound of an Beethoven 
symphony. The heroic grandeur of shipping women's underwear. 

Is this narrative voice telling us something we don't know? feeding our 
epistephilia? No—in Mondo Freudo's time it was widely known that some cities 
had topless dancing and it was simple to obtain a copy of Playboy if yhou 
wanted to see bare breasts. But the voice also has the role of carnival pitchman 
with a touch of "tell the rubes" (the naive ones). 

I will call this mechanism "reverse disavowal": I know this is fake, but I 
still want to see it." [correllary: The Barnum Effect: people like to be fooled.] 


4 Apparently a conflation of the real Piccadilly Circus and Leister Square. As anyone who 
has been to London at the time of the film knows, there were such public messages for 
various forms of sex work including massage, domination, etc. usually posted in 
telephone boxes at various heavily trafficked locations. While the voice over announces 
we are in this mythical place, we see stock footage at night of what I take as neon and 
street signs with a cut to a fall with hand-made postings, [tthanx to Derek Padget] 

5 again, a voice over tells us where we are while an exterior visual of a modest lingerie 
store window appears before we cut to the “dressing room” and its one way mirror with 
the camera looking through the mirror at the models with the various title cards provided 
by directly paining on the glass. 



So in a certain way we know that this is not an actuality, but an event 
staged for the camera—which is the basic technique of most U.S. newsreels in heir 
celebrity and staged publicity events. But we don't necessarily resent that since 
it is also giving us something else: voyeurism and the chance to have our own 
ironic response. 

In other words, this is a desirable attitude, an amusement, a curiosity, a 
visual pleasure in a quasi-dramatized cinema. Therefore we laugh at, or along 
with, the "voice of sobriety: which is trying to be serious, but which we know is 
merely an excuse for what we are seeing. 

We are drawn into the narrator's attitude—"let me show you this strange 
thing or event" We agree—we accept the contract because it gives us two 
gratifications. One, the ethical (this is for education—toss a treat to the superego). 
Two, the base (this is naughty, transgression—(let's make the id happy). 

Of course we see the same mechanism today in the mock morality of the 
U.K. tabloid press—"shocked" at some sex scandal of a politician on the front 
page, just before the page 3 girl. At the same time, we doubt the narrator—we are 
skeptical, we think that we may be put on, cheated, taken advantage of. But we 
want it! We can enjoy the rogue, especially if he is charming. And we want the 
forbidden—yet we also see it as somewhat ridiculous—in this case, "juvenile" 
especially in its heterosexual masculinity. 

Our response today, of course, can only be camp: the dressing room: do 
we want to know this? do we need to know this? But—if this is so absurd, why 
are "voyeur cam" porn sites so popular and profitable on the internet? 

I think these Mondo films—in their own time—allowed for a campy 
pleasure—the narrator presumes a naive viewer. They are built on the old 
formula of the carnival sideshow; they employ the mechanism of the smutty joke 
but we are in on the joke. The pleasure then, is not in knowing, but in 
appreciating the lowbrow, tackiness, slumming. Like the supermarket tabloid 
that promises a "new" expose. We viewers (all of us) enjoy high cultural capital 
epistephilia—a smarty pants pleasure that presumes a naive viewer who never 
existed. 


commentary on dressing room scene 

—Brakahge, Reflections on Black (1955) sitney 177 
use of Freud (superego / id) conference hist, "disavowal" 





